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ARCHAEOLOGY Did Homo erectus Tame Fire First?
PARIS-At some point during human evolution, our early ancestors realized that a hunk of rhinoceros or antelope would go down a whole lot easier if it were first roasted over an open fire. Yet exactly when the culinary arts truly began has been the subject of much debate. Some scientists have argued that our hominid ancestor Homo erectus began using fire for cooking and other domestic purposes more than a million years ago, but most experts still maintain that there is no clear evidence for controlled use of fire earlier than about 200,000 years ago, when Homo sapiens-the species to which modern humans belong-was already well established. Burland and Marder agree, however, that a heat-resistant backbone won't be enough to make NLO polymers into a commercial proposition. The chromophores need attention, too, to make them more efficient at altering refractive index in response to an applied voltage, an effect measured by a material's R value. The current IBM polymer only musters an R value one-sixth that of lithium niobate, an inorganic NLO crystal used in most current devices. "They've really got to kick it up," says Larry Dalton of the University of Southern California.
At the ACS meeting, Marder said he and his colleagues had managed to create a polymer that does just that. The polymer, made with a new chromophore that has an unmatched ability to separate charges, sports an R value roughly 10 times that of the IBM material. Dalton calls this achievement "extremely important," because it beats conventional lithium niobate all hollow. Marder admits that the new materials "are not very thermally robust." But he notes, "If you could combine our R value with their thermal stability, it would be amazing." -Robert F. Service
